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Intercropping forage grasses with upland rice is an alternative cropping system to
improve agroecosystem diversification and could potentially enhance sustainability in
tropical regions. However, nitrogen (N) immobilization and nutrient competition between
rice and forage grasses could reduce rice grain yield and decrease overall productivity.
Therefore, fertilizer N requirements of upland rice intercropped with forage grasses
needs to be better defined. Field experiments were carried out during three growing
seasons on a Typic Haplorthox soil in Sao Paulo state of Brazil. The experimental
design was a randomized block design with a 3 x 4 factorial scheme with four
replications. Treatments were cropping system [monocropped rice (Oryza sativa L.),
rice intercropped with palisadegrass (Urochloa brizantha), and rice intercropped with
guineagrass (Megathyrsus maximus) and sidedress N application rate (0, 40, 80, and
120kg N ha™"). Intercropped grasses were sown between upland rice rows 30 days
after rice emergence. On average, intercropping of rice with palisadegrass or guineagrass
decreased rice shoot dry matter and grain yield by 11% and milled rice productivity by
10% compared with monocropped rice. Grain yield, grain protein, and milled productivity
of rice increased as N application rate increased. Forage dry matter production (first and
second cut) and crude protein (second cut) were greatest in the rice + palisadegrass
intercropping system. Production of both forage grasses increased with up to 80kg
N ha=" in the first cut and increased linearly with N in the second cut. Intercropping
of rice with palisadegrass or guineagrass with 80kg N ha~' application resulted in
the greatest land equivalent ratio (1.96 and 1.55, respectively). Relative N yield was
greatest at 120kg N ha=" (220 and 173%, respectively). Although rice monocropping
had greatest grain yield, intercropping systems with forage grasses were more favorable
from both economic and environmental perspectives by enhancing plant diversification,
nutrient cycling with forage grasses, land use production per unit area, and profitability
throughout the year.

Keywords: Oryza sativa L., Urochloa brizantha, Megathyrsus maximus, intercropping crops, sustainable
agroecosystem
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TABLE 1 | Shoot dry matter (SDM), panicles per m? (P), spikelets per panicle (SP), spikelet fertility (SF), 1,000-grain weight (W1000), grain yield (GY), and N-use efficiency
(NUE) of upland rice as affected by cropping systems, sidedress nitrogen rates, and growing season.

Treatment SDM P SP SF W1000 GY NUE
Mg ha! n° m—2 n° % g Mg ha~! kg kg™!
Cropping systems
Monocropped rice 7.1a8 132a 122a 81.8a 25.3a 3.1a 284 a
Rice + palisadegrass 6.4 b 123 b 111b 79.6b 25.2a 28b 27.2a
Rice + guineagrass 6.2b 128 b 112Db 79.5b 24.4Db 27b 271 a
Growing season
2011-2012 6.8a 127a 116a 80.6a 25.2a 3.0a 29.3a
2012-2013 6.7a 125a 116a 80.4a 249a 29a 26.8a
2014-2015 6.3b 125a 113a 79.9a 24.8a 2.8a 26.7 a
ANOVA (F probability)
Cropping systems (CS) <0.0001 0.0004 0.0057 0.0021 0.0077 <0.0001 0.5920
Nitrogen rates (NR) <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001
Growing season (GS) 0.0015 0.4516 0.3252 0.5880 0.3588 0.4259 0.1069
CS x NR 0.1526 0.0047 0.7925 0.9344 0.3204 0.0386 0.8578
CS x GS 0.1629 0.1944 0.9426 0.9913 0.7077 0.9485 0.9600
NR x GS 0.3710 0.5285 0.2933 0.1212 0.9066 0.6166 0.4126
CS x NR x GS 0.7807 0.7644 0.9291 0.6044 0.9529 1.0000 0.9992

SValues followed by the same letter are not significantly different at P < 0.05 according to the LSD test.

FIGURE 2 | Cropping system x sidedress nitrogen rates interaction effect on grain yield of upland rice (A), and N-use efficiency as affected by sidedress nitrogen rate
(B). Each data point is the mean of 36 replicates (three cropping systems, four blocks, and three growing seasons) and associated error bar is & one SE. *P < 0.05.

sidedress N rate on grain yield did not differ among cropping
systems, with monocropped rice (4.0 Mg ha™!) achieving a cost-
to-value threshold of 15kg gain per kg N at 86kg N ha~l,
rice + palisadegrass (3.7 Mg ha™!) at 87kg N ha™!, and rice +
guineagrass (3.5 Mg ha~!) at 83kg N ha~! (Figure 2A).

Milled rice productivity was influenced by treatment
(Table 2), with greatest yields for the monocropped system.
Milling yield, head rice yield, grain protein, and milled rice
productivity were influenced by sidedress N application rate
(Table 2). Industrial quality of upland rice increased with
sidedress N rate; milling yield (72%) was greatest at 117 kg
N ha™!, head rice yield (62%) was greatest at 96kg N ha~!

(Figure 3A), grain protein (11.6%) was greatest at 145kg N ha™!
(Figure 3B), and milled rice productivity (3.5Mg ha™!) was
greatest at 165 kg N ha~! (Figure 3C).

Forage Dry Matter Production and Crude

Protein and Economics

An advantage of intercropping systems compared with
monocropping was the production of forage in the off-season.
Palisadegrass intercropped with rice provided greater forage DM
production, estimated animal stocking rate (SR), and estimated
meat production in both cuts compared with guineagrass
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TABLE 2 | Milling yield (MY), head rice yield (HRY), broken-grain yield (BGY), grain protein (GP), and milled rice productivity (MRP) of upland rice as affected by cropping
systems, sidedress nitrogen rates, and growing season.

Treatment MYy HRY BGY GP MRP
% gkg™! Mg ha™!

Cropping systems

Monocropped rice 70.5 a8 60.8a 9.6a 108.8a 22a

Rice + palisadegrass 70.5a 60.5a 10.0a 108.4a 20b

Rice + guineagrass 70.6a 60.8a 9.8a 108.4a 20b

Growing season

2011-2012 70.8a 60.9a 9.9a 110.1a 21a

2012-2013 70.5a 60.8a 9.6a 108.0a 20a

2014-2015 70.4a 60.3a 10.1a 107.6a 20a

ANOVA (F probability)

Cropping systems (CS) 0.8926 0.7972 0.8151 0.9608 <0.0001
Nitrogen rates (NR) <0.0001 <0.0001 0.9747 <0.0001 <0.0001
Growing season (GS) 0.3696 0.3637 0.7051 0.2367 0.3321
CS x NR 0.9941 0.8355 0.9724 0.9931 0.9721

CS x GS 0.7153 0.9426 0.7720 0.5530 0.9610
NR x GS 0.9062 0.1015 0.1680 0.8012 0.6365
CS x NR x GS 0.9525 0.0624 0.1286 0.8316 1.0000

Svalues followed by the same letter are not significantly different at P < 0.05 according to the LSD test.
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FIGURE 3 | Industrial quality (A), grain protein (B), and milled rice productivity (C) as affected by sidedress nitrogen rate. Each data point is the mean of 36 replicates
(three cropping systems, four blocks, and three growing seasons) and associated error bar is + one SE.
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TABLE 3 | Forage dry matter production (FDMP), forage crude protein concentration (CP), estimated animal stocking rate (EASR), and estimated meat production (EMP)
in the fall-winter as affected by cropping systems, sidedress nitrogen rates and growing season.

Treatment FDMP CP EASR' EMP*
First cut’ Second cutt First cut’ Second cutt First cut’ Second cutt First cut’ Second cutt

Mg ha~! % AU ha™! kg ha=1
Cropping systems
Rice + palisadegrass 3.2at 6.5a 11.7a 11.9b 3.2a 6.5a 69.7a 1451 a
Rice + guineagrass 29b 59b 12.0a 12.5a 29b 59b 64.7b 139.9b
Growing season
2011-2012 3.0a 6.1a 11.8a 121a 3.0a 6.1a 67.1a 18399a
2012-2013 3.1a 6.4a 11.7a 11.9a 3.1a 6.4a 68.4a 1442 a
2014-2015 3.0a 6.0a 12.0a 12.6a 3.0a 6.0a 66.3a 1432 a
ANOVA (F probability)
Cropping systems (CS) <0.0001 <0.0001 0.1036 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.0031
Nitrogen rates (NR) <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001
Growing season (GS) 0.1521 <0.0701 0.2189 0.0654 0.4503 0.1287 0.1434 0.1058
CS x NR 0.0007 0.1226 0.3409 0.0693 0.0666 0.2514 0.0844 0.2474
CS x GS 0.9874 0.8567 0.1890 0.8895 0.9910 0.9005 0.9799 0.5345
NR x GS 0.6644 0.6375 0.4108 0.5208 0.8047 0.8045 0.0951 0.9260
CS x NR x GS 1.0000 1.0000 0.9854 1.0000 0.9999 0.9999 0.9981 0.9884

? First and second cut in May and August, respectively.
8Values followed by the same letter are not significantly different at P < 0.05 (LSD test).
1 AU (animal unit) = 450 kg of body weight.

*Estimated meat production = kg of body weight gain (cattle) per ha (estimated) x 52% of carcass yield.

intercropped with rice (Table 3). However, guineagrass had
greatest CP content of forage in the second cut.

Forage DM production, CP, SR, and meat production were
positively influenced by increasing N rates (Tables 3, 4, Figures 4,
5). There was a significant cropping system x N rate interaction
for forge DM production in the first cut (Figure 4A), with best
results in the rice + palisadegrass intercropping system (5.15 Mg
ha~!) receiving 185 kg N ha~!, followed by the rice + guineagrass
intercropping system (4.6 Mg ha™!) receiving 175kg N ha=!. In
the second cut, forage DM production continued to increase with
increasing N rates applied to the rice crop, demonstrating the
positive carryover effect of N on forage production in the off-
season (Figure 4B). Crude protein was greatest during both first
and second cuts at 120kg N ha™! (Figure 4C).

The rice + palisadegrass and rice + guineagrass treatments
with 120 kg ha™! of applied sidedress N resulted in the highest
net profits (US$ 1,189 and 1,149 ha~!, respectively) (Table 4).
Monocropped rice without sidedress N application rate resulted
in the lowest net profit (US$ —158 ha™!).

Intercropping Competition

Aboveground biomass of monocropped rice was greater than that
of rice intercropped with palisade or guineagrass in all growing
seasons (Supplementary Table 3). However, intercropping of
rice with tropical forages increased total aboveground biomass in
both intercropping systems. In general, the greater the N fertilizer
rate, the greater the aboveground biomass. Total aboveground
biomass was greater for rice intercropped with guineagrass than
for rice intercropped with palisadegrass. The plant density of
rice and forage increased with increasing N rate, demonstrating
the efficiency of this nutrient in promoting plant development

and crop establishment. Total N content of rice intercropped
with palisadegrass or guineagrass was greater than that of
monocropped rice (Supplementary Table 3). Among the N rates,
120 kg N ha~! resulted in the greatest total N uptake.

Land equivalent ratio (LER) and relative N yield (RNY) of
rice and forages were calculated from aboveground biomass
and N content measured on the day of rice harvest (Table 5).
All intercropping systems resulted in LER >1. Across growing
seasons, LER and RNY were greater for rice intercropped with
palisadegrass than for rice intercropped with guineagrass, and
differences increased with increasing N rate. Compared with the
control treatment (0kg N ha~!), sidedressing rice intercropped
with palisadegrass increased total biomass by 31% at 80 kg N ha ™!
and by 59% at 120 kg ha~!.

The relative crowding coefficient (K) showed that
intercropping competition between plants was similar in
the two intercropping systems in the control treatment and at
40kg N ha~! (Table 5). In the treatments with 80kg N ha~1,
the K value of rice intercropped with guineagrass was lower
than that of rice intercropped with palisadegrass. Low values of
aggressivity (A) were observed for forage crops independent of
N rate, indicating low interspecific competition of either forage
grasses (Table 5).

DISCUSSION
Upland Rice

Nutritional status of upland rice was influenced by cropping
system and sidedress N rate. Availability of N for upland rice
was lowest when intercropped with guineagrass (28g kg~!),
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TABLE 4 | Economic evaluation of monocropped upland rice, upland rice intercropped with palisadegrass and upland rice intercropped with guineagrass as a function of

sidedress nitrogen rates for upland rice (average of three growing seasons).

Treatment Cost® GY™ Total rice® Total EMP* Total meat! Grosst Nett
US$ ha™! Mg ha~1 US$ ha™! kg ha=! US$ ha!

Monocropped rice

Okg ha™! 450 1.5 292 0 0 292 —158

40kg ha™! 466 2.8 545 0 0 545 79

80kg ha™' 482 41 798 0 0 798 316

120kg ha~' 498 41 798 0 0 798 300

Rice + palisadegrass

Okg ha™' 473 1.2 234 102 306 540 67

40kg ha™! 489 2.4 467 177 530 997 508

80kg ha™' 505 3.8 740 258 773 1,513 1,008

120kg ha™' 520 3.8 740 323 969 1,709 1,189

Rice + guineagrass

Okg ha™ 474 1.2 234 91 273 507 33

40kg ha™' 490 2.4 467 166 499 966 476

80kg ha™! 506 3.7 720 244 732 1,452 946

120kg ha™' 522 3.7 720 317 951 1,671 1,149

Meat production derived from pasture available in the fall-winter, after rice harvest.

2\ean costs and production costs of monocropped upland rice and upland intercropped with palisadegrass or guineagrass; the only difference was the forage seeds cost and sidedress

nitrogen rates used for the upland rice crop.
¥ GY is the upland rice yield.
8Total = kg of rice ha=' x US$ 0.19.

*Total estimated meat production (EMP) = kg of body weight gain (cattle) per ha (estimated) x 52% of carcass yield (sum of EMP First and Second cuts).

Total meat = meat production x US$ 3.00.

TGross is the revenue per ha, which was calculated using the formula: total upland rice + total meat.

*Net is the return per ha, which was calculated using the formula (gross ha='-cost ha™!).

indicating competition between rice and the forage for N.
However, leaf N concentration was within the range considered
ideal for rice (27-35g kg™') according to Cantarella et al.
(1997). Guineagrass has high N demand when intercropped with
grain crops, because of high soil fertility requirement (Pires,
2006). Regardless of type of intercropping, leaf N concentration
increased with sidedress N application up to 112kg N ha~!.
Results of a previous study led to a sidedress recommendation
of 40-60kg N ha~! (depending on the expected response
to sidedress N fertilization) for monocropped upland rice
(Cantarella et al., 1997). Our results suggest that N fertilizer
recommendations might need to be greater than published in
fertilization tables, but such changes in recommendation may
need to be defined by soil N availability indices.

Across cropping systems, rice leaf P concentration varied
from 2.3 to 2.6g kg~!, and rice leaf K concentration varied
from 19 to 20 g kg~ !. These values were considered within the
adequate range for rice, i.e., 1.8-3.0g kg™! for P and 13-30¢g
kg~! for K according to Cantarella et al. (1997). Intercropping of
palisadegrass and guineagrass with upland rice reduced rice leaf
P and K concentrations due to competition for these nutrients
between rice and the forage species.

Shoot DM, panicles per m?, spikelets per panicle, spikelet
fertility, 1,000-grain weight and grain yield of upland rice
were lower in intercropped systems than in rice monoculture
(Table 1). Rice grain yield varied from 2.7 to 3.1 Mg ha~! among
treatments. According to Crusciol et al. (2011) and Nascente

et al. (2013), it is possible to achieve upland rice yields of 4.0-
5.0 Mg ha™! under well-distributed rainfall conditions using NTS
for monocropped rice in tropical regions. Our results showed
a small interspecific competition between intercropped plants.
Therefore, forages reduced rice vegetative growth and grain yield
in these intercropping systems.

Rice does not have a strong ability to compete with other
plants, especially aggressive forage grasses (Fischer et al., 2001).
Plant competition is one of the most yield-limiting constraints
in upland rice production and can reduce rice yield by 50%.
Tropical forage grasses can reduce plant development of cash
crops, resulting in low crop yields. Intercropping may also lead
to interspecific competition and may decrease crop yields when
plants are not adequately managed (Baldé et al, 2011; Pariz
et al, 2016, 2017). In addition, rice and forage grasses have
different photosynthetic pathways, i.e., rice is C3 (Karki et al,,
2013) and these tropical grasses are Cy4 (Silva et al., 2015). Cy4
species are more efficient in converting energy intercepted by
the canopy into biomass production (Zhu et al., 2010), resulting
in greater competition compared with C3 species under tropical
conditions (Atkinson et al., 2016). Therefore, forage species likely
reduced the availability of water, nutrients, and solar radiation
for rice even when sown 30 days after rice emergence, resulting
in reduced plant development and grain yield of upland rice.
Studies have highlighted the challenges of food production
in intercropping systems with grasses and the need to seek
alternatives to reduce competition for resources among plants
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(B), and crude protein concentration at second cut as affected by sidedress nitrogen rate (C). Each data point is the mean of 24 replicates (two cropping systems,
four blocks, and three growing seasons) and associated error bar is + one SE. *P < 0.05.
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TABLE 5 | Land equivalent ratio (LER), relative nitrogen yield (RNY), relative crowding coefficient (K) and aggressivity (A) of upland rice, palisadegrass, and guineagrass

intercropped as a function of sidedress nitrogen rates for upland rice crop.

Treatment LER RNY K A

Rice Forage Total Rice Forage Total Rice Forage Rice Forage

%

Rice + palisadegrass
Okg ha™! 0.96 0.53 1.49 83 61 144 0.87 28.09 0.0010580 —0.0010580
40kg ha™! 0.83 0.63 1.46 86 87 173 0.18 44.54 0.0004831 —0.0004831
80kg ha~! 0.97 0.96 1.93 94 126 220 0.99 844.64 0.0001135 —0.0001135
120kg ha™' 0.88 0.95 1.83 93 136 230 0.25 588.09 0.0000152 —0.0000152
Rice + guineagrass
Okg ha™' 0.96 0.34 1.30 80 41 121 0.85 13.75 0.0014596 —0.0014596
40kg ha™' 0.83 0.40 1.28 86 60 146 0.19 17.19 0.0008847 —0.0008847
80kg ha™' 0.94 0.59 1.52 92 82 173 0.51 41.25 0.0005151 —0.0005151
120kg ha™' 0.81 0.55 1.36 89 84 174 0.16 34.32 0.0004168 —0.0004168

grown simultaneously (Costa et al., 2012; Mateus et al., 2020).
One alternative to reduce the negative effects of competition
on yields of upland rice intercropped with palisadegrass is the
application of a low rate of herbicide (cyhalofop-butyl), with the
aim of reducing forage growth at sowing while simultaneously
increasing food production in the system (Carvalho et al., 2010).
Another alternative to reduce competition and increase rice
yields is N application as fertilizer since N is essential for rice
plant growth (Basuchaudhuri, 2016) and its cultivation in NTS
usually develops slowly in the early stages as a result of N
immobilized by microorganisms that decompose straw (Rosolem
et al,, 2017). Our study showed that a rate of ~115kg N ha~!
increased production components, and the highest NUE was
obtained at a rate of 68 kg N ha~!. NUE reduction in rates above
68 kg N ha~! indicates that rice plants were not able to absorb the
N applied in excess, because their absorption mechanisms could
be saturated (Fageria, 2014).

There was an effect of the cropping system x N rate
interaction on the number of panicles per m? such that
in the absence of N application, the number of panicles
per m? was greatest for monocropped rice. N application
increases the number of rice tillers and ensures their survival
to become producers of panicles (Gitti et al., 2012). With
reduced N supply, intercropping of rice with palisadegrass or
guineagrass intensified the competition for N between species,
reducing the development of rice. For monocropped and
intercropped rice, the number of panicles per m? was greatest at
89kg N ha~!.

At all N rates, grain yield of rice was greater with
monocropping than with intercropping of forage grasses.
This result shows the potential for interference from forages
intercropped with rice due to competition for N. According
to Atkinson et al. (2016), species with C4 photosynthetic
metabolism (palisadegrass and guineagrass) have faster growth
than Cj3 species (rice). For all cropping systems, rice yields were
optimized with N rate of 85kg N ha~!. The rate of increase in
all systems was 32 kg grain kg~! N applied. With no N fertilizer
application, rice yield was greater when monocropped than in the

intercropping systems, and this difference increased as the rate of
N fertilizer application increased. In the intercropping systems,
forage grasses shaded rice plants due to vigorous growth of the
grasses, and the consequent lower solar radiation on the rice
leaves reduced plant development and photosynthetic processes
during grain filling (Meirelles et al., 2019).

Milled rice productivity was 12% greater when monocropped
than when intercropped with palisadegrass or guineagrass,
reflecting this negative effect of competition. Industrial quality of
rice grains, as assessed by milled and whole grain yields, achieved
maximum production at an average of 106 kg N ha~!. At this rate,
milled rice productivity was 24 kg grain kg~! N. Lower levels of N
in the plant reduce the industrial quality of rice grains (Portugal
et al,, 2020). Low N availability causes chalkiness of grain (Zhou
et al., 2015) due to grain opacity caused by the arrangement
between starch and protein granules in the cells, resulting in a
large percentage of broken grains (Marchezan et al., 1992). As
N availability improves, starch and protein accumulation in rice
grains increase. This accumulation results in densely compacted
starch granules interspersed with protein bodies (Zhou et al.,
2015), which increases grain resistance to breakage (Silva et al.,
2013). Rice quality and actual productivity influence the market
price of rice and consequently revenue in the growing area
(Salassi et al., 2013).

Forage Characteristics and Estimated

Meat Production

The optimal temperature range for palisadegrass and guineagrass
development is 30-35°C. Temperatures of 10-15°C that occur
during the winter greatly reduce the growth of these forage
grasses (Costa et al., 2005). In addition, during the off-season in
the Brazilian Cerrado (dry winters), rainfall is limited, further
reducing the development of these forage grasses, mainly in
June to July, the period corresponding to the 1st cut. Forage
DM production of the Ist cut was greater for palisadegrass
than for guineagrass, regardless of the N rate applied. For
both forage grasses, greatest DM production was obtained with
an application rate of 120kg N ha™! to rice, resulting in
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forage production of 4.7 and 4.3 Mg ha~! for palisadegrass
and guineagrass, respectively. Forage DM production of both
grasses during the 2nd cut responded linearly to rice N fertilizer
application. In general, greater stocking rate and meat production
were obtained with greater forage DM production.

Tropical forage grasses have strong potential for regrowth
and provide high availability of biomass (pasture) in the oft-
season (Costa et al, 2015), mainly in crop systems with N
application. Forage DM production can be used as a parameter
for hay production potential or as grazed pasture in the off-season
(Pariz et al., 2009) to increase the sustainability of agricultural
activities. In addition, rice monocropping in the summer season
is usually followed by a fallow period in the dry season, which
increases the number of weeds in agricultural areas (Nascente
et al., 2013). In tropical regions, forage availability is usually
lower in the off-season due to the dry winter weather conditions
(Borghi et al., 2013a). Therefore, rice intercropped with palisade
or guineagrass can be a good option for the diversification
of farm activities year-round. Intercropping systems provide
the possibility of grazing during the off-season period, when
climatic conditions are unfavorable for the development of most
crops. Sowing of tropical perennial grasses after rice harvest
usually does not provide enough fodder in the off-season due
to the short time period and slow plant development for the
establishment of fodder under dry winter conditions, making it
a risky option.

Intercropped forage crops accumulated significant DM,
even after 6 months without rain, which is characteristic of
these regions (Cerrado or African Savannas). Forage residue
accumulation can favor the success of a NTS, leading to
greater nutrient cycling from the large biomass production
and establishment of deep root systems (Pacheco et al., 2011;
Momesso et al, 2019). Forage roots can absorb nutrients
otherwise lost by leaching and return them to the surface of the
soil (Mateus et al., 2020). In addition, mineralization of plant
and animal residues releases nutrients into the soil that can be
absorbed by crops in succession (Carvalho et al., 2010; Pariz et al.,
2016, 2017; Moraes et al., 2019).

Among cycled nutrients, N provides the greatest returns to
the crop system and can be reused by crops in succession
(Rosolem et al., 2017; Momesso et al., 2019). Thus, high mulch
cover production by intercropped systems of grain crops with
forage grasses is key for the successful maintenance of NTS in
the tropics, as well as a very important strategy for enhancing
the early establishment and successful production of forage for
grazing by animals in the off-season (Barth Neto et al., 2014;
Mateus et al., 2016; Pariz et al., 2017).

The benefits of intercropping and N fertilization for increased
forage production and nutrient cycling are strongly reflected in
the quality of the pasture established in succession. Crude protein
was the same in the two forage grasses in the 1st cut, but greater
in guineagrass than in palisadegrass in the 2nd cut. Crude protein
was also greater in the 2nd cut than in the Ist cut. Both forages
responded strongly to the previous application of N to rice. In
general, CP exceeded the minimum of 70 g kg’1 (7%) considered
necessary by van Soest (1994) to maintain the population of
microorganisms in the rumen.

Palisadegrass growth was initially greater than guineagrass
growth during the 1st cut (Pariz et al,, 2017), but with greater
N application guineagrass responded with greater growth during
the 2nd cut (Mateus et al, 2016), resulting in equivalent
overall DM production. The rate of N fertilizer needed to
achieve optimum forage production potential is 80 kg N ha~!.
Recommended N fertilizer rates for monocropped upland rice
have been established (Cantarella et al., 1997). However, there
is no N fertilizer recommendation for intercropping systems,
especially in NTS (Nascente et al., 2013; Arf et al,, 2018). We
can infer that the current recommended N fertilizer rate may be
insufficient to optimize grain yield of rice and biomass and CP in
intercropped forage grasses.

Greater forage production and quality can increase meat
and milk production in the dry winter (Crusciol et al., 2012).
The amount of N required by crops varies according to the
environmental conditions and characteristics of the plants used
in rotation, with greater needs for N in crop systems that include
only grasses (Crusciol et al., 2012; Garcia et al., 2016; Mateus
et al.,, 2020). Thus, our results provide a better understanding
of the use of N in upland rice intercropping systems to
support greater N fertilization efficiency and more sustainable
agricultural systems.

Revenue

Intercropped systems can be considered a sustainable manner
of food production to improve quality of pastures and animal
carrying capacity. Our results demonstrated that intercropping
of forages with rice using NTS is a feasible option for increasing
sustainability in tropical areas and can result in higher revenues
for farmers due to the productive, economic, and environmental
benefits of these systems. Furthermore, these systems can
increase global food production in the same area (Carvalho
et al., 2010; Herrero et al., 2010; Franzluebbers and Stuedemann,
2014; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
(FAO), 2017; Moraes et al., 2019). Therefore, our data indicated
that rice intercropped with palisadegrass or guineagrass is a
promising approach for farmers, especially in the tropical regions
of South America, Africa, and parts of Asia, where additional
opportunities to produce food are needed.

Except for monocropped rice without sidedress N rate, all
treatments resulted in positive net profit, particularly the rice
+ palisadegrass and rice 4+ guineagrass treatments, because in
addition to rice yield in the summer/autumn, farmers could
use forage DM production of palisadegrass and guineagrass
for animal fodder in the winter/spring. In all treatments with
low N sidedress rate (0 or 40kg N ha~!), net profits were
negative when considering rice production only. However, when
considering intercropping, one could produce 102-323 kg ha™!
meat during the fall-winter season, with net profits of US$ 33-
1,196 ha~!, depending on the rate of sidedress N application to
rice. Greater N rates result in greater net profits as a function
of greater forage DM production, which could effectively add
an extra US$ 125-889 to the production system. In addition,
the need for soil mulch would be satisfied in planning for the
next crop.
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Similar to those of rice yield, economic results highlight the
need for sufficient sidedress N application rates for the rice +
palisadegrass (80-120 kg ha™! N) and rice + guineagrass (120 kg
ha=! N) treatments to achieve greatest net revenue (>US$
1,000 ha™!).

Intercropping Competition Factors
Intercropping changes the N dynamics and nutrient use in the
system. Our study showed positive effects of N application in
intercropping systems, resulting in greater yield per land area.
Increases in total LER and RNY were observed when tropical
forages were intercropped with rice, indicating that forage is a
suitable option for agricultural systems. Crop performance in
intercropping systems is measured by LER, which describes the
relative land use per unit area compared with monocropping
(Biabani et al., 2008). Values of LER <1 indicate that the
species is disadvantageous in the system. RNY may have low
nutrient cycling and imposes greater competition per area of
crops. However, intercropping systems such as rice 4 tropical
grasses are also beneficial due to straw production and soil
coverage throughout the year in NTS. Palisadegrass exhibited
greater growth rate than guineagrass when intercropped with
rice, indicating that this grass is a viable option in intercropping
systems. Systems that improve land use are important for the
sustainability of the environment and food production, especially
in regions with poor farmers (Costa et al., 2015; Mateus et al.,
2020). In addition, the RNY values indicated a high percentage
of N cycling in the intercropping systems with N fertilization.
Palisadegrass and guineagrass increase nutrient cycling in
agricultural systems (Pariz et al., 2017) due to their deep root
systems and nutrient uptake in the soil profile (Rosolem et al.,
2017). Our study highlights that, although monocropped rice
produced the greatest grain yield, intercropping systems of rice,
and forage increased total agricultural yields as well as enhanced
land use and N cycling.

Competition between rice and forages was evident. Based on
the high K values for the forage grasses, tropical forages are more
competitive than upland rice due to the plant characteristics of
these grasses (Zarochentseva, 2012; Rosolem et al., 2017). Pariz
et al. (2017) and Mateus et al. (2016) reported similar high
competition between forage grasses and maize and sorghum in
intercropping systems, respectively. However, the aggressivity
of upland rice was higher than that of the forage in our
study, as the rice was sown before the forage (Namuco et al.,
2009). In addition, aboveground biomass and plant density of
crops were affected by environmental factors, such as climatic
conditions and N fertilizer. A shorter time of co-existence
in intercropping can favor the growth of crops by reducing
interspecific competition (Crusciol et al., 2014). Although there
was competition between grain and forage species, intercropping
systems provided advantages, including soil coverage, high land
use per area and food for cattle as pasture due to forage
production. This study contributes to sustainable agricultural
production and provides a foundation for subsequent research
on the production of rice in intercropping with forage and the
adequate rate of N fertilizer application in these tropical systems.

CONCLUSIONS

In this study, intercropping systems with upland rice and forage
grasses showed considerable improvements in productivity,
economic, and environmental outcomes over three growing
seasons. Monocropping upland rice provided a superior rice
performance, with high agronomic characteristics and yields;
however, intercropping with forage grasses was superior in total
food production due to increased diversification of production,
land use per unit area, nutrient cycling, and profitability
throughout the year. Both forages were viable for cultivation in
intercropping system, production of forage dry matter, crude
protein, and estimated meat. For upland rice monoculture or
intercropped with perennial grasses, the recommendation of
85kg N ha~! was sufficient to optimize grain production.
However, our study showed that with crop-livestock integration,
food production (grains and meat), and economic return
responded positively with the application of 120kg N ha=!.
Additional studies with rates >120kg N ha~! and different
management of N fertilizer in the intercropped rice should
be considered, as well as long-term studies to understand the
changes in soil nutrient cycling capacity that might develop in
these systems. In addition, intercropping of upland rice and
forage grasses enhanced land equivalency ratio at an application
rate of 80 kg N ha~! and relative N yield at an application rate
of 120kg N ha™!. From an overall perspective considering grain
yields, land use, nutrient cycling, and profitability, intercropping
systems were effective to improve diversity and food production
in the same area with a potential to decrease poverty in
developing countries.
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